There was a large jamun tree in the lane. Bhiku, the cobbler, used to sit under it and repair the shoes of the entire neighbourhood. It was Annu's favourite haunt. Annu's clothes might have been dirty and unwashed, but his shoes were always well polished.
Bhiku was teaching his son, Ghasita, how to stitch the toe strap of a chappal. When I read the story out to Bhiku, his voice choked and he said, "Son, only people like you can understand our pain. Now if you people don't tell our story, who will?" My respect for Annu increased that day. He was truly a born writer. After finishing college, I left Delhi and went to Bombay, where I got a job. Annu started helping his elder brother run the baithak from where he distributed Ayurvedic and homeopathic medicines. His elder brother worked in some government office. He used to run the dispensary for two hours every morning and evening. He had recommended Annu for many jobs, but had been unsuccessful in getting him one.
Once, when I went back to Delhi to attend my sister's wedding, I met Annu's elder brother. He was very ill. He said to me, "Why don't you make him see sense? Ask him to do some work. What's the use of writing stories?" I kept quiet. He coughed and wheezed for a long time. Then he said, "If only that bitch would leave him alone-he would come to his senses." I asked Annu who the bitch was. He replied, "Fiction. Bhai Sahib always curses it. He doesn't understand that just as he treats physical illnesses, I treat social and mental illnesses. I lance the pus-filled boils of society, light the path of people who are lost in darkness. I give them weapons to break the chains of their mental slavery." I felt like applauding him. He talked for a long time and told me that his first book was ready for publication. Many of his stories had appeared in some of the country's leading magazines. He often got requests for stories from journals, but he couldn't write for all of them. He had even begun writing a novel, but he hadn't finished it because he hadn't been able to get enough time away from the baithak. His elder brother, who had two children, had been ill for some years. Poor souls! He was thinking of writing a story about the children.
During our conversation, he talked about great writers. I had heard of some of them-Saadat Hasan Manto, Ahmad Nadeem Qasmi, Krishan Chander, Rajinder Singh Bedi-but the ones he mentioned later were new to me: Kafka and Sartre. Some of the things he said, about Kafka's symbolism and Sartre's existentialism, went over my head. I thought that fiction had been left far behind. But Anil Kumar Chattopadhaya, trying to explain things to me, said, "The importance of a story doesn't merely lie in the development of its plot and the characters involved in it, but in its exploration of the consciousness…" I didn't, of course, understand what he said, but I couldn't help being impressed by its profundity.
